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This paper aims to explore the experiences of newly qualified teachers and their supervising principals 
who work in schools situated in various high-poverty areas of Queensland, Australia. It is informed by 
data collected in the context of an Australian teacher education program, Exceptional Teachers for 
Disadvantaged Schools (ETDS). Now in its third year, this program was designed to prepare highly 
skilled pre-service teachers to work in schools that have large numbers of students from disadvantaged 
or low socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds. Addressing the oft-stated need to prepare high-
quality teachers for low SES schools, high-achieving undergraduate education students were invited to 
participate in two years of specialised curriculum to prepare them for the schools that need them the 
most, which are also the schools that are often difficult to staff. Pre-service teachers in this program do 
all their teaching practicum placements in challenging or complex schools. In 2011, some of this cohort 
did their practicum teaching in schools with large numbers of Indigenous students and several went on 
to teach in remote communities after graduation. These graduates and the leaders of the schools they 
work in are the primary informants for this paper. 
 
Our research addressed the following questions: 
 
1. How do newly qualified teachers report their experiences as first-year teachers in schools located in 
disadvantaged communities? How do they understand ‘disadvantage’? 
2. How do school leaders understand what it takes to be a successful teacher in a disadvantaged school 
community? What messages do these leaders give to new teachers? 
3. What can teacher educators learn from these experiences? What are the implications for designing 
teacher education programs? 
 
The narratives we collected in response to these questions document the building of connections 
between the pre-service teachers’ practical experiences and the theories on disadvantage and 
Indigenous education they considered at university. The reflections provide voice/space for the 
contradictions, consolidations and new understandings that arose for these pre-service teachers as they 
taught children in range of high-poverty classroom and cultural settings. 
 
Perspectives or theoretical framework 
 
While this group of teachers was specially prepared to teach in high-poverty schools, they 
predominately possess the habitus of white, middle-class privilege common to the teaching profession 
(Darling-Hammond, 2010; Grant & Sleeter, 2003). Hence, this research draws heavily on Bourdieu’s 
notions of social and cultural capital to explain how this small group of newly qualified white, middle-
class teachers reflected on what it was like for them to teach culturally dissimilar students (Bourdieu & 
Passeron, 1977). Bourdieu explains social capital as including cultural background, knowledge, 
dispositions, skills, and linguistic and social competencies. Despite genuine and well-theorised efforts 
to understand the impact of poverty on educational opportunity, it is not surprising that some of these 
beginning teachers, ‘fall back’ on the knowledge, attitudes and dispositions linked to specific forms of 
social capital and use such a lens to interpret their experience.  
 
This research also uses a range of theoretical perspectives concerned with the impacts of poverty and 
race on educational opportunity, including how whiteness impacts on teachers’ work in both the 
Australian and international context (McIntosh, 2004; Moreton-Robinson, 2004). Australian research 
on poverty and disadvantage in schools documents the long-term institutional inequities experienced by 
children in urban, rural and remote settings (Connell, 1994; Thompson, 2002). While the profound 
educational impacts of poverty on children are recognised, the additional compounding experiences of 
disadvantage specific to remote Indigenous communities still require further examination by 
educational researchers.  A number of recurring themes emerge from current research on teacher 
education, especially those related to the intersection between poverty and race, such as the lack of 
university courses provided to prepare teachers to teach in disadvantaged schools and with Indigenous 
students  and the problems that occur when teachers approach Indigenous students using a ‘deficit’ 
model.  Pre-service teachers often claim that their university studies leave them ill-prepared to teach to 
Indigenous students (Moyle, 2004). Current research has also revealed a number of recommendations 
for preparing teachers, including undertaking compulsory university units that are designed to expose 
underlying prejudices and encourage reflective journal writing.  
The perspectives outlined in this section guided the manner in which this research was structured. 
 
Methods, techniques or points of inquiry 
 
Using narrative analysis, this paper examines interviews from early-career teachers who have 
graduated from the ETDS program and are now employed by schools with large cohorts of Indigenous 
students. The opportunity to tell their stories provides a space in which the teachers can speak of their 
own disparate subjectivity and submit it for scrutiny. Interviews from both ETDS graduates and their 
employers are discussed as a means of generating, disciplining, dismantling and displaying the early-
career teachers’ voices. These narratives trace the connections between the theories of disadvantage 
and Indigenous education that are covered at university and the embodied practical experiences of their 
first year of teaching.  
 
Data sources, evidence, objects or materials 
 
This paper draws on three rounds of interviews.  
1. Considerable time in 2010 (during the initial stages of developing ETDS) was devoted to 
interviewing principals (n= 13) and teachers (n= 27) in high-poverty schools to work through what 
dynamics (if any) were different, and how ETDS might modify its curriculum to take these into 
account. The first set of interviews repeatedly underscored perceptions from principals about the 
importance of creating a balance between on-campus exposure to theory and the opportunity to 
apply this knowledge in ‘real world’ practicum experiences. 
2. The second round of interviews (2010/11 during ETDS field placements n=98), indicated that the 
process of balancing theory and practice is far from straightforward. The ability of participants to 
make connections between university-based content and the personal, pedagogical, policy and 
practical dimensions in complex schools varies considerably. The type of content may influence 
such variance because there is also variance in the extent to which students feel theory is relevant. 
Data from pre-practicum and post-practicum interviews points to the crucial significance of timely 
feedback and reflection.  
3. The final round of interviews (n=30) centred on the narratives of ETDS graduates and the transition 
from graduate to early-career teacher in a high-poverty school.  
All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Transcriptions were then coded and analysed for 
emerging themes.  
Results and/or substantiated conclusions 
 
The following section presents a selection of comments and concerns expressed as ETDS graduates and 
their supervising principals explored the extent to which the ETDS program prepared participants for 
‘the real world’ of teaching in disadvantaged communities. Principals often commended the ETDS 
program for “providing a lot more practical aspects for students to experience, not just theoretical 
aspects”; however, comments from graduate interviews demonstrated how they were grappling with 
merging theory and practice, especially in their ability to withhold judgement in relation to issues of 
social class and Indigeneity. The narratives of the ETDS participants often confirmed the ‘culture 
shock’ they experienced as they transitioned from graduate to early-career teacher. As these graduates 
settled into their roles, it is critical to note how many began to revisit the discrepancy between what 
they ‘knew’ and what they now ‘felt’. For instance, one ETDS graduate confessed:  
 
I’ve had a pretty rough start, like a pretty rough term. It’s been interesting. But the last few 
days have been awesome, that’s why I was saying it’s good to get back into the academic side 
of things and the theory side of things. [To] [c]heck back in with all your theory and 
philosophies and stuff.  
 
Critically, this blending of the ‘personal’ with an understanding of the dynamics of poverty gained 
within the ETDS program continues throughout their first year of teaching because theory becomes a 
tool they use to interpret their daily practice. Interestingly, another ETDS graduate stressed:  
 
[I]t’s not a skill set. I think it’s the developing understanding of the socio-cultural background 
and the socio-economic background of the students and how that impacts their learning and 
their day-to-day lives and how community issues trickle into the school. 
 
In reflecting on their experiences, the ETDS graduates were, at times, prepared to acknowledge a lack 
of cultural alignment and understanding—their willingness to “suck at it sometimes”. One gave a 
specific example of a situation in which she felt culturally out of her depth. “We’ve had a few suicides 
in the community lately. It’s really rattled the kids and you can just see them change right before you. 
That can be hard to deal with.” While she recognised disadvantage and culture, and while she was 
understandably unsure how to help, she knew she was seeing “social reproduction right before [her] 
eyes”. Resilience also emerged as a strong theme because this teacher recognised she needed resources 
and support so that she did not “fall into the trap of feeling hopeless all the time”.  
 
Revisiting previous exposure to theory surfaced as graduates spoke of the challenges involved in re-
thinking their positions. Repeatedly, their white, middle-class habitus surfaced as they acknowledged 
making assumptions about the Indigenous children they were teaching. One graduate, praised by her 
principal as a “super teacher”, expressed her passionate love of her work, but admitted she was not 
always sure how to culturally connect with her students: “It’s hard withbeing female sometimes and—I 
don’t know. You just have to realise that their culture is different and you have to accept it and try to 
work with it.” Her insights reinforce the reflection that occurred across the group in their first year as 
teachers. Her advice to other teachers was: 
 
Don’t cry … don’t be too scared, I guess. When you look at the big picture, you’re like, oh, I’m 
going to go into this really horrible school and there’s going to be really horrible kids. You 
think, I’m going to change the world. Then you get here and you’re like— they’re lovely.  
 
The intersection between theory and exposure to high poverty settings is evident in the initial 
interviews conducted in 2010 and importantly resurfaces throughout all three data sets. The work of 
Bourdieu allows us to see how these newly qualified teachers’ habitus, dispositions and cultural capital 
distinguished them from the communities in which they taught; however, it is important to note the 
degree to which graduates from the ETDS program acknowledged such tensions and attempted to 
negotiate new modes of practice.  
 
Scientific or scholarly significance of the study or work  
 
While it is possible to argue that there is “no such thing as an unreflective teacher” (Zeichner, 1996, p. 
207), data from the ETDS project highlights the importance of models of teacher education that tap into 
personal struggles over what Lather (1991) called the politics of knowing and being known. The 
importance of reflection in this process cannot be understated: the narratives trace early-career teachers 
recalibrating their perceptions of theory through tangible experiences and events, thus, gaining new 
meaning and insights. This paper draws on three distinct data sets to highlight the role of theory, 
practice and reflection. As such, it provides a solid conceptual base for other teacher education models 
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